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During the modern period of the history of most European countries, the
fight against poverty has represented one of the most typical types of
intervention undertaken by the Nation-State. The moral obligations of
political power have often been stressed, and while the personal obligations
of the poor were often promoted, this notion was never employed as a
pretext for a complete absence of aid, since the poor have traditionally been
perceived as a threat to the political power in place. Alternatingly repressed
and championed, imprisoned and assisted, the poor were subject to both
successive and simultaneous policies of charity and confinement. The
incorporation of the self-regulating market as an alternative to the State in
terms of an institution capable of producing tangible results in the fight
against poverty became a subject of intellectual reflection later, with the
Classics; even the market-based option was never truly envisaged as a
complete solution. During the last quarter of the 18th century, England
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conducted its first experiment with a basic income, which was often quickly
dismissed as a social utopia and for which Charles Fourier would provide an
initial theoretical justification in his work La Fausse Industrie (1836). The
first debates to take place following the institution of the Poor Laws became
the source of a historical controversy regarding the connection between
inefficiency and justice. The political and administrative officials who
invented this first form of minimum wage, better known as Speenhamland,
thus began a rich and fertile history. The debate surrounding Speenhamland
inspired economists and historians to action through the end of the 20th
century, leading them to progressively modify the overly caricatured concept
developed by earlier economists and to contribute to the re-creation of new
links between economic advantage1 and social justice.2 Initially, this debate
was based on arguments that were more theoretical than empirical,
particularly since economists had access to very few statistical data – with
the exception of parliamentary inquiries, considered by many to be lacking
in rigour in terms of their methods, and rather unreliable in terms of their
results. The focus of these inquiries tended rather towards illustrating deeply
entrenched points of view (Carré, 1993, pp. 221–222). As Blaug notes,
concerning the Poor Law Commissionners Report of 1834, ‘It was a gross
exaggeration that led the reformers of 1834 to characterise the Old Poor
Law as a bounty on indolence and vice and a universal system of pauperism.
Only an incomplete theoretical analysis of the workings of the Speenham-
land policy and a superficial examination of the facts could have produced
so one-sided an interpretation’ (Blaug, 1963, p. 152).

The primary objective of this chapter is to provide as complete as possible a
survey of the classical literature devoted to the Poor Laws and to the
Speenhamland system in particular. The debates that took place during the
first decades of the 19th century brought the contributions of leading
economists likes Malthus and Ricardo to the forefront, whereas historians of
economic thought have tended to obscure the contributions of other authors
considered to be minor, and yet who brought decisive points to the debate.
Consequently, we analyse the positions taken by Townsend, Eden, Burke,
Longfield and Chalmers, in addition to the views of Ricardo and Malthus.
Another little known fact was the existence of a real opposition to the classical
discourse on the Poor Laws. In other words, there was an alternative
discourse to the criticism of the Poor Laws by certain classical authors (see in
particular Scrope, Lloyd andMcCulloch), and this part of the literature was,
unfortunately, obscured.3

In addition to this historical debate on the Poor Laws, there is an entire
library of secondary literature, whose purpose was to formulate a clear
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assessment of the economic efficiency and the economic cost of these
successive systems. These contemporary analyses provided for a better
understanding of the effects and the issues at the heart of the various social
policies, and of the Old Poor Laws in particular. The economists and
historians analysing this period in British social history based their work
primarily on quantitative, if partial, data, concerning production, prices,
wages and the amount of aid paid, on long time series, most often running
from the 1750s through the 1850s, and on spatial comparisons.4 They
naturally conducted an extremely exhaustive re-examination of the numerous
parliamentary reports as a primary source, although with the necessary
reservations.5Newhypotheses then emerged,6 and use of new, less descriptive,
analytical methods7 and borrowing from modern economic theory (implicit
contracts theory) contributed to a complete overhaul of the examination of
this social experiment and its economic implications.

This secondary literature is abundant; however, this is not the appropriate
venue to provide a complete summary thereof. Our intention – and the
second objective of this chapter – is to put it into perspective in relation to
the critical positions of the Classics as regards the Speenhamland system, so
as to underscore the discrepancies, in some case major, between well-
established theoretical positions and an empirical reality that quite often
differed from the former. These texts tended rather to invalidate liberal
dogma, and this chapter shows the extent to which a comparison of the two
can call the dominant discourse of the time into question and, conversely,
can lend credibility to the alternative position held by opponents of this
liberal analysis.

Finally, the third objective of this chapter is to show how the historical
debate on the Poor Laws is rich in lessons to be learned by our contemporary
era, which is headed down the path of providing minimum levels of income
and is involved in debates around universal income allocations. Thanks to its
opening of the possibility of working towards ideals, as well as because of the
ambiguity that it entailed, the Speenhamland experiment merits a renewed
consideration, especially now, with the recent reforms undertaken in Europe
and particularly in France with the Revenu de Solidarité Active (active
solidarity income; hereafter, RSA).

We first examine the Speenhamland experience, within the history of the
Poor Laws (first Part), followed by the economic and social context of the
times (second Part). We then review the main lines of the debate between
hostile economists (third Part) and fervent advocates (fourth Part), to
demonstrate how, in the end, these reforms yielded significant economic
results, yet which were masked by the patent social failure that for many
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years was the only aspect of the experiment taken into account (fifth Part)
and, finally, to conclude (sixth Part) with the relevance (and/or limitations)
of this historical experiment, by bringing it to the attention of those who
may currently be tempted to experiment with basic income.

THE BIRTH OF SPEENHAMLAND

The first Poor Laws date back to the 16th century. One would have to go
back to 1495 and 1531 to locate the first legislation (displaying above all a
repressive character), in which vagabonds were punished, all public begging
was outlawed and the poor were required to participate in public works. But
an initial 1535 provision stipulated that the local authorities were required
to provide for the subsistence of the sick poor. The laws of 1572, 1575, 1597
and 1601 (Tawney & Power, 1924, Vol. 2, pp. 328–329, 346–354) marked a
decisive step towards the extension of assistance to the ‘deserving poor’
within the context of the parish. Throughout the whole of the 17th century,
the coercive aspect continued to dominate. The law on place of residence
(the Act of Settlement and Removal) of 1662 added new constraints to the
old provisions attaching the poor to their respective parishes. The creation
of workhouses beginning in the mid-17th century (via parliamentary decrees
in 1647 and 1649) represented the most important stage in the establishment
of these repressive measures. The objective was to make the poor more
useful and less costly to society; the 18th century would see an increase in
the number of workhouses, reaching a total of approximately 200 by the end
of the century. Beginning in 1722, the parish authorities were able to create
workhouses and conclude agreements with the central government for the
upkeep of the poor; those who refused to participate in these institutions lost
all rights to assistance.

A turning point was reached in 1772, when a difference was established
between workhouses and poorhouses, the latter being places of refuge
whereas the first remained structures characterised by an obligation to
perform work. These respective focuses were confirmed by Gilbert’s Act of
1782 (Slack, 1995), which was accompanied by a partial elimination of the
use of confinement, since the ordeal of the workhouse could now be lifted.
The administrators then had to find work for the able poor. The latter paid
over their wages to the administrator, who returned a certain amount to
them in the name of aid, based on their family status. The 1795 provisions
signalled the beginning of a new crucial phase. The conditions under which
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the system was created are widely known. Official history records but a single
key moment: the meeting of Berkshire magistrates in the Pelikan Inn in
Speenhamland near Newbury on 6 May 1795. These magistrates recognised
every family’s right to a monetary allowance paid by the authorities, as soon
as working income reached a level insufficient to bear the costs of living and to
support a family. The basic family income was to be indexed against the price
of wheat. This was not however the only example, although posterity has
retained it as being unique; other experiments of a similar nature blossomed
elsewhere as well. For example, in 1792 the same type of system was outlined
inDorset (Rose, 1971). In reality, the systemwasmore the formalisation of an
existing, informal practice, as opposed to the introduction of a new idea.
In 1796, Parliament legitimised the system by bringing it into general use,
thereby totally eliminating the ordeal of the workhouse and accepting
the concept of home assistance. The original provision was a compromise
between minimum wage and basic income, as the composition of the family
and the wage level under which aid was granted were both included in
its calculation. Furthermore, it should be noted that the ambiguity of
Speenhamland was emerged from the confusion between minimum wage and
basic income.

THE POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND

SOCIAL CONTEXT

The period was highly conducive to the expansion of agrarian capitalism
due to the development of enclosures, which drove squatters off the few
hectares of land available to cottagers and other farmers to make their
livings. It should be recalled that, at that time, a parcel of fewer than 10 ha
was no longer able to feed a family. The acceleration of the enclosures
movement and the sharp demographic increase (the population having
grown by 50% between 1751 and 1801) unleashed a prolific workforce onto
the labour market, which the larger farms could hire for low wages – and
this at a time when agricultural prices were on the rise (Mingay, 1989). The
supply of employment was uneven over the course of the year and, with
the spread of threshing machines reducing the only widely available
wintertime work (Hobsbawm, 1968), income rapidly began to drop. The
industrial sector was unable to absorb the rural overflow (Hobsbawm,
1969), quite simply because investment rates were too low: 5% of national
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revenue in 1750 versus 7% in 1800 (Cochet & Henry, 1995) and because new
technologies tended to be ‘labour-saving’. All these conditions combined to
aggravate rural pauperism, and this all the more so since, in addition to
drops in wages and their irregularity, non-monetary revenue had almost
completely disappeared (Boyer, 1990). Urban wages were not much higher
(e.g. carpenters’ wages went from an index of 100 in 1750 to 66 in 1800
(Abel, 1966)). The real wages for all labourers combined confirms this trend:
an index of 100 in 1900, as compared with an index of 42 in 1750 and of 33
in 1810 (Brasseul, 1997). Wages were even lower since industrial work was
seasonal due to the unstable economy, including in the urban areas – and
particularly in the textile centres in the North.

The worsening of living conditions would only serve to encourage the
noticeable discontent present both in the countryside and the cities.
Thompson (1963/1988) reported on the occurrence of hunger riots, such
as Nottingham’s cheese riot of 1764 and its 1788 riot against the price of
meat. These demonstrations often resulted in the forced sale of food at
‘popular prices’. Demonstrations were also held within the industrial
domain. Labourers as well as cloth-workers, cutlers and weavers revolted
against drops in wages and in the price paid for their workmanship.
Although one of the reasons behind the establishment of the new basic
income system was to contain the waves of discontent during the difficult
period of 1794–1795, social unrest was to continue in the form of occasional
mass demonstrations: the practice of setting fires in the eastern counties of
Norfolk and Suffolk, the destruction of machines in 1816 and 1822 and the
widespread, unorganised revolt movement of 1830 in the South of England
were all brought about by successive attempts to reduce minimum levels
during this period (Hobsbawm, 1968).

The worsening of economic hardships and the development of numerous
powerful social movements were the main indications of a growing rise in
the phenomenon of pauperisation. The precariousness and irregularity of
income fostered the disappearance of the line between the poor and the
working class. That portion of the population living below the poverty line
was estimated at 40% for 1790 (Thompson, 1963/1988). Both purposeless
and numerous, the newly created poor were perceived as a threat to social
and political order, as proven by the many social movements of the time.
Given such conditions, what type of social policy was then conceivable?
Imprisonment, a solution frequently adopted beginning in the 17th century,
had given proof of serious limitations. The path was open to more daring
solutions, while simultaneously establishing the logical extension of the
Elizabethan Poor Laws.
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CRITICISM OF THE POOR LAWS: ECONOMIC AND

SOCIAL INEFFICIENCY

Those same reasons that were implicitly accepted as justification for the
abandonment of assistance through work – workhouses were costly to the
community – resurfaced with Speenhamland. This project, which was
considered excessively generous by its detractors, was appallingly inefficient
economically, and perverse socially. Intended to lessen the horrifying effects
of destitution by guaranteeing a minimum level of income for all, its critics
claimed the system to be a failure, both on the economic level (a disincentive
to work and a dizzying increase in welfare expenses) and socially
(pauperisation of the working class). At a time when the poor were held
responsible for their own circumstances, the vast majority of classical
economists rejected these social policies, which they deemed incompatible
with the pursuit of economic efficiency.

This criticism of Speenhamland constituted an attack on the very
foundations of social policy. Several years prior to publication of Malthus’s
Essay, a number of writers – particularly Pastor Townsend (1786), Burke
(1795) and Eden, the author of an important three-volume investigation into
the state of the poor (1797) – felt this aid to be a policy that discouraged
work and promoted idleness. In 1786, Pastor Townsend published a
pamphlet8 arguing against the Poor Laws, in which he, to a certain extent,
reiterated the criticism expressed by Mandeville regarding Charity Schools,
and by classical authors such as Smith. In this pamphlet, he recounts a fable
that highlights the principle of natural selection, applicable to humanity as
well as to the animal world, which he then uses as the foundation for his
rejection of the Poor Laws. In brief, the tale takes place on an island in the
Pacific, where Admiral Fernandez has had goats brought in, in order to
supply food to the English corsairs troubling Spanish ships. In turn, the
Spanish introduce a greyhound and a female dog to the island, in the hopes
that these animals will succeed in cutting the English off from their
provisions. The dog population increases proportionately to the quantity of
food that they find – as had previously occurred with the goats – and the dogs
eat a portion of the herd. The more robust goats withdraw to rocks
inaccessible to the dogs. The most fragile fall prey to the dogs. But only the
strongest dogs are able to obtain sufficient food. Theweakest of both races are
the first to suffer from natural selection. The goat–dog balance was thus
obtained through the hunger gnawing at one group and the scarcity of food
afflicting the other. Townsend concludes that: ‘It is the quantity of foodwhich
regulates the numbers of the human species [y] As long as food is plenty they

The Poor Laws in 19th Century England 37



will continue to increase and multiply; and every man will have ability to
support his family, or to relieve his friends in proportion to his activity and
strength’ (Townsend, 1786/1971, p. 38). In Thoughts and Details on Scarcity,
Burke (1795/1893, Vol. V, pp. 83–109), who remains a representative of the
landed elite, with his past-orientated concept of society – although sharing in
contemporary ideas on economic liberalism9 – distinguishes between two
categories of the poor: workers aged 21 to 50, capable of performing a man’s
work, and the others, comprised of men over 50, women and children.

Finally, inThe State of the Poor, the product of a wide-ranging compilation
of facts about poverty published in 1797, Eden identifiesmultiple groups of the
poor (the elderly, children, women – who form a highly disparate group – and
the sick), and without truly differentiating between the assisted poor and the
working classes (Carré, 1993). He partially explains poverty as being a lack
of foresight and savings, and also of know-how and intelligent expenditures
on the part of the people:

If for instance, it could be demonstrated to the inhabitant of any country, that the sum

which he appropriates to the purchase of clothes, would procure handsomer, warmer,

than which he usually provides; or that the vegetable or animal productions, which

constitute his ordinary diet instead of being prepared in the way he has been accustomed to

have them prepared,might, with equal ease, be so combined as to reduce the expense of his

food one half, without rendering it less palatable, less nutritious, or less wholesome; it

might, with the greatest propriety, be urged, that, in this man’s case, his shilling did not

produce his shilling’s worth. To instruct him how to obtain this desirable end; or if, from

his situation and circumstances, or from his inveterate habits and predilections, he is ill

disposed to listen to, and to still less to follow, any advice, which may be given him on the

subject (Eden, 1797/1966, Vol. 1, pp. 491–492).

With the same income, extreme poverty can be pushed back thanks to better
financial management. Eden concludes that poverty is less the result of
external circumstances than of irrational and impulsive behaviours.

The liberals of the time felt the labour market should function just as any
other market. For example, for Burke, the economy follows a just and natural
order in which the interests of workers and employers converge: ‘Labour is a
commodity like every other, and rises or falls according to the demand’.
Generally speaking, the market should be the most efficient and fairest
possible solution for all its participants,whether they be producers, consumers
or workers. For the liberals, justice was a by-product of market efficiency
(Greffe, 1978). Eden, who believed in the inviolability of economic laws,
felt that these social provisions ‘check that emulative spirit of exertion [y].
They assure a man, that, whether he may have been indolent, improvident,
prodigal, or vicious, he shall never suffer want’ (Eden, 1797/1966, Vol. I,
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p. 448). And yet in actuality these laws had quite the opposite effect
since, through discouraging work, they contributed to a rise in the number of
the willingly poor and unemployed, rendering the status of ‘poor’ more
attractive.

Eden goes so far as to accuse the welfare system of destabilising the
family unit – a destabilisation which irrational, impulsive behaviour could but
amplify. Malthus and most other economists of his generation took up these
critiques, violently condemning these lawswhich had become a sort ofmachine
for manufacturing poverty and which, being unable to cause the poor to
disappear, constituted in fact one of the major causes for population growth.
Moreover, this system would never have been able to reach its objective of
eliminating inequalities, since the transfer of funds from one individual to
another would not increase the total amount of food available nationwide.
In this way, the laws not only facilitated an increase in the number of the poor
but also served to impoverish those social categories just above, since all rises
in the cost of living, as brought about by the demographic impacts of the Poor
Laws, could potentially reduce the buying power of those slightly less poor.
Such increases would have the unfortunate effect of increasing rather than
decreasing the number of individuals receiving aid, and thus:

They [the Poor Laws] may be said, therefore, to create the poor which they maintain;

and as the provisions of the country must, in consequence of the increased population,

be distributed to every man in smaller proportions, it is evident that the labour of those

who are not supported by parish assistance, will purchase a smaller quantity of

provisions than before, and consequently more of them must be driven to apply for

assistance. (Malthus, 1826/1986, Vol. III, p. 365)

By adding his population law into the debate, Malthus’s criticism of social
policy went beyond the simple matter of the pernicious effects of the latter.
The economic system could not provide suitable nourishment to all due to
potentially substantial population growth whereas resources remained
limited. Therefore, were aid to be artificially granted to a population that
would continue to grow because its boundaries would have been expanded,
there was a risk that, over the long term, it would no longer be possible to
feed everyone. Given the human propensity to develop beyond the means of
available resources, the economy would eventually be faced with decreasing
agricultural yields. Thus, the Poor Laws were bound to fail and to aggravate
the evil it was originally intended to dispel.

Ricardo, the great liberal economist who brought the classical school to
its peak, had a substantial influence on the debates that shook his era. He
attacked the Corn Laws and their harmfulness as a priority (1815) and, in
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1817, published Principles of Political Economy, in which he addressed
monetary issues, and the theory of value and distribution. The issue of the
poor is rather briefly outlined in Chapter 5, ‘On wages’. His position in and
of itself was not particularly original, building on Malthusian theory.
Although the two points of view disagreed on the Corn Laws, they
converged on the matter of the Poor Laws. According to Ricardo, these laws
reassured the poor and reinforced their lack of concern and foresight: ‘They
have rendered restraint superfluous, and have invited imprudence, by
offering it a portion of the wages of prudence and industry’ (Ricardo, 1817/
1951, p. 107). This imprudence was often compounded by irresponsible
behaviour with respect to close relations.

Another important author, Longfield, also joined in on the debate, with
the publication of a text directly devoted to the Poor Laws. Longfield was an
Irish lawyer who became the first professor of political economy at Trinity
College in Dublin in 1832 (Tait, 1991, pp. 287–300). He did not share all
Ricardo’s ideas, but on the Poor Laws, there was consensus. Contrary to
Ricardo and Malthus, Longfield rejected the belief that wages would remain
at a subsistence level, and he believed that technical progress in agriculture
would offset the effects of increased population. The most important aspect
of the Poor Laws for him was that these laws placed the assisted poor and
the working poor on the same level, by making the condition of poverty
more attractive (Longfield, 1834/1971, p. 35). A number of writers have
commented on this phenomenon, particularly Chalmers, professor of moral
philosophy at St Andrews from 1823 to 1828, whose lectures were a
combination of theology and practical Christian ethics (Rutherford, 2004,
Vol. I, pp. 205–206). He highlighted the ease with which men could abandon
their wives and children, safe in the knowledge that the parish would take
them in hand – the laws thereby rendering the responsibility for feeding
one’s own family superfluous. As a follower of Malthus, he believed that
the compulsory system of allowances exacerbated the problem and increased
the number of paupers. He proposed that poverty be managed in the
Presbyterian tradition within small rural communities.

In addition to this inefficiency and its disastrous effects on the labour
market and its operations in particular, Malthus also focused on the failure
to achieve the goal of equity since the system in place encouraged
population growth above all else, without an associated increase in the
quantity of resources, with the end result of reducing the wealth of the whole
of the population: ‘The rich might become poor, and some of the poor rich:
but while the present proportion between population and food continues, a
part of the society must necessarily find it difficult to support a family, and
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this difficulty will naturally fall on the least fortunate members’ (Malthus,
1826/1986, Vol. III, p. 356). This inability to correct inequalities was
accompanied by a virtually endless rise in social welfare expenditures: from
1750 to 1820, per capita nominal expenditures increased from 2.5 to 14
shillings (Mingay, 1989, p. 761). Real per capita relief expenditures
increased by 1.12% annually between 1783 and 1803 and by 1.38% between
1803 and 1820 (Boyer, 1990, p. 29). As an economic failure and a social
failure, there were rare advocates of these laws over the course of the period
in question.

Criticism of the concept of basic income would continue into the first half
of the 20th century amongst a number of historians who had rediscovered
Speenhamland. Many highlighted the negative effects of the laws, be they at
the social or the economic level. In 1913, the Hammonds published The
Village Labourer, 1760–1832 on this subject. For them, this social policy was
also a poor response to the challenges of the time. They believed that it had
survived, simply due to the welfare system’s gradual regression through the
1830s. B. and S. Webb (1927–1928/1963), key members of the Royal
Commission created to examine the reform of social welfare, in turn
published English Local Government between 1927 and 1929. The latter
marvelled at the fact that the system had had a harmful impact on work
productivity and that it had maintained ‘stagnant labour pools’ in rural
areas, playing on the monopoly of urban workers. They also criticised the
allowances, stating that application of alternative policies would have had
beneficial effects. The preferred alternative was the policy of the ‘national
minimum’ (Kaufman, 2008; Williams, 1981, p. 21). Indeed, for the Webbs,
firstly, wage levels were lower than they would have been under truly
competitive conditions due to domination of the labour market by the
employers (Kaufman, 2008, pp. 6–7), and, secondly, the workforce must
necessarily be amortised, like capital that is amortised by companies. Under
these conditions, a social wage is more than necessary, as it should allow for
reconstitution of the workforce, without incurring any additional expenses
for the State. This additional cost, compared with subsistence wages, must
be borne financially by the companies, just as they finance the amortisation
of their capital. And yet, the Webbs tell us, the laws of 1795 and the reform
of 1834 yielded the opposite result as compared with their promulgation:
employers shrugged off their responsibility onto the State which, to a certain
extent, financed a portion of wages via the parishes. The system in effect
prior to Speenhamland, according to the Webbs, was more in line with this
need for greater diversification of sources of revenue for the labour force,
and for its reconstitution. They also perceived in this system a precursor of
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today’s Welfare State and its methods of funding. As shown by Deakin and
Wilkinson, the poor law provided some protection against social risks and it
was ‘a prototype for an integrative model of welfare in which social risks
were shared between the state (through the parishes), employers (who
retained certain obligations to support workers during shorter interruptions
to work) and the family unit’ (Deakin & Wilkinson, 2005, p. 196).
Speenhamland was the first stage in the abandonment of social responsi-
bilities by employers. Within this context, the Webbs’ proposals for reforms
focussed more on setting a minimum wage to cover all costs associated with
employment (expenditures for maintenance, repair and depreciation) and on
the construction of a Welfare State system, than on direct public aid to raise
existing low wages.

In The Great Transformation, Polanyi mentions a decline amongst people
living in the countryside. In his opinion, the 30 years prior to the New Poor
Law testified to growing pauperisation and strong disincentives to work.
Wages dropped due to employers’ relying on public funding to supplement
wages (Polanyi, 1944). Paradoxically, this experiment had, he asserts,
originally been put in place in opposition to labour market operations,
intended to slow the marketisation of labour and the advent of a wage-based
society. Income supplements could have represented a barrier to the
establishment of a fixed labour price on the market: ‘The Speenhamland
system was a gulf constructed to defend traditional rural organisation’
(Polanyi, 1944, p. 223). By instituting a basic income independent of work
performed, the mechanism which subjugated the workers – forcing them to
sell their labour simply to survive – was instantly destroyed. The failure of
Speenhamland can be explained by this inevitable consequence of the
de-institutionalisation of the labour market (Deakin & Wilkinson, 2005,
p. 343). The policy asserting ‘the right to live’ was bound to fail and,
according to Polanyi, it was becoming necessary to build a Welfare State,
notably including the identification of social rights, which represented an
important first step in regulating the labour market.

OPPOSITION TO DOMINANT THOUGHT: RADICAL

AND/OR TRADITIONAL PROTESTATION

Within Parliament, opposition to the 1834 reform was represented by
Scrope, an economist and geologist by trade, who was responsible for the
section on economic and social issues in the Quarterly Review.10 In 1829 and
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1830, he wrote a number of articles for the Morning Chronicle, in which he
defended a minority position (Gilbert, 1985). He maintained that, since their
creation, the Poor Laws had chiefly served to protect England against an
army of dangerous poor threatening the established order (Scrope, 1823/
1969). These social laws were even, he stated, one of the most venerable
institutions of Old England that must be preserved while, at the same time,
asserting that the right to State aid is an older and by far more important
right, as it is based directly on the principles of justice, humanity and
Christian duty. He claimed that every person ‘has a natural and indefeasible
right to support’ (Opie, 1929/1991, p. 12), and he went on to challenge the
Malthusian law of population, which he found to be lacking in empirical
foundation, and which in effect led to the rejection of the Poor Laws. It is
the very situation of dependence of the employee on the employer that
renders the employee vulnerable and deprives him of any control over his
own situation. He is no more lacking in foresight than the capitalists and
landowners; he quite simply has no capital or land that he could liquidate in
the case of a drop in activity and therefore of unemployment (Scrope, 1823/
1969, pp. 299–300). Possession of land or capital may be considered as proof
of security, but not the simple power to work, which the poor sell on a
day-by-day basis.

Apart from Parliament, where the economist Scrope opposed the repeal
of the Old Poor Law, few reputable economists took a stance against the
1834 law ending the experiment of the first form of basic income. McCulloch
and Lloyd were amongst these few.

McCulloch, professor of economics in Edinburgh in 1820, then in London
in 1828, was a writer in the Scottish tradition and an important contributor
on policy issues. He came under Ricardo’s influence and, in his theory
on growth, there were significant Ricardian elements (Rutherford, 2004,
Vol. II, pp. 772–773). However, he rejected the theory of population, which
led him to favour the Poor Laws. McCulloch’s position, openly favourable
to Gilbert’s Act of 1782, was all the more surprising, given that his initial
analyses leaned towards the repeal of the old system in its entirety. It was
only in the 2nd edition of his Principles in 1830, following publication of an
article in the Edinburgh Review of May 1828 that he shifted his position. In
this text, he cited the high-quality articles on the subject that had appeared
on 23 November and 28 December 1827 in the Morning Chronicle, a
newspaper which served as the privileged forum for advocates of the Poor
Laws. Generally speaking, McCulloch differentiated between the treatment
of the able-bodied poor and of other poor, although this difference was not
established in order to propose aid to one group and not to the other, as
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stipulated in the 1834 law. ‘A compulsory provision for the able-bodied
poor may, indeed, be regarded as an indispensable part of their domestic
economy’, he wrote (McCulloch, 1825/1965, p. 368). The granting of relief
to individuals capable of working but unemployed despite their best efforts
could not be considered as encouraging idleness and indolence. It was first
and foremost a matter of public interest, since: ‘It would be visionary indeed
to imagine, that those who have nothing should quietly submit to suffer the
extremity of want without attacking the property of others’ (McCulloch,
1825/1965, p. 371). On the individual level, aid for the unemployed reinforced
a sense of dignity, independence and integrity since, in McCulloch’s opinion,
rather than obtaining virtue and uprightness through hardship, this type of
aid promoted precisely the opposite behavioural patterns. In fact, the benefit
of providing relief to the poor was the avoidance of increases in antisocial
behaviour, over and above any encouragement of deviant or dependent
behaviour. In taking a stance in favour of the Poor Laws, even if not in the
same form as was conceived by the Berkshire magistrates, McCulloch refused
that which could harm or degrade the dignity of man, as illustrated by the
following passage from Principles:

It may, therefore, be fairly presumed, that the decent pride and independence of the poor

will be more likely to be supported under a system of this sort, than if they were obliged

to depend, in periods of distress, on the bounty of others. Wherever, in such periods, the

poor have not either de jure or de facto, a claim for support, they must unavoidably be

allowed to beg. But of the scourges that afflict and disgrace humanity, there is, perhaps,

none more destructive than the prevalence of mendacity. (McCulloch, 1825/1965,

pp. 373–374)

While the Poor Laws appeared to him as a source of relief, there was
however a major difference when compared with the living conditions
provided by a worker’s wages, which resulted in greater freedom, greater
comfort and a higher degree of respectability. His rejection of the 1795 law –
on the grounds of the identical treatment afforded the sick and the
unemployed – led him to believe that the 1782 law (Gilbert’s Act) did not
include the dissuasive aspects of Speenhamland and that, at any rate, higher
wages made for a better barrier against poverty (McCulloch, 1825/1965,
pp. 321–322), since: ‘The experience of all ages and nations proves that high
wages are at once the most powerful stimulus to exertion, and the best
means of attaching the people to the institutions under which they live’
(McCulloch, 1825/1965, p. 350). Under these conditions, McCulloch
claimed it was fitting to repeal, amongst others, the Act of Settlement and
Removal, thereby enabling wage increases.
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Although coming from a more conservative tradition in the pure Tory
style of the University of Oxford of the 1820s–1830s, Lloyd, Senior’s
successor as Drummond Chair of political economy from 1832 to 1837, after
having held the position of lecturer in mathematics, was a fervent advocate
of the system of relief for the poor. He shared the Christian medieval
concept of distributive justice (Romano, 1991) and, in his conferences on
poverty, he advocated the right of the poor to relief (Lloyd, 1836/1968,
p. 38). Overturning the Malthusian dilemma, he thought that it was the lack
of subsistence above all which led to vice and misery, and even to the
absence of any population control, and not the contrary: ‘Thus it is that
universal distress fails to suggest to individuals any motive for moral
restraint’ (Lloyd, 1836/1968, p. 22). He even accused the industrial system,
which employed both adults and children, of indirectly encouraging early
marriages, resulting in high birth rates. Thus, the Poor Laws appeared only
natural, insofar as the concentration of property in the hands of the few had
rendered the majority of people dependent on their wages – wages whose
downward trend was further reinforced by the near monopolistic power of
the new industrialists. These laws symbolised an extension (in the form of
compensation) to the workers of the right to co-ownership of the land without
redistribution of the actual business concerns. Going against dominant
thought, he defended the idea that the Poor Laws did not encourage idleness
but that low wages did, however, represent a disincentive to work. Without
supporting the entirety of the Speenhamland provisions, Lloyd (1836/1968,
pp. 42–52) suggested that a system be put in place similar to today’s negative
income tax, which would adjust aid levels according to increases in wages
earned, such as to avoid creating a disincentive to workers and a stroke of
good fortune for employers, and which would restrict aid to workers at least
30 years of age so as not to reduce the flow of manpower required by the
industrial sector. More generally, Lloyd saw the Poor Laws system – with
incorporation of his suggested modifications – as a system for unemployment
assistance, a mechanism for supporting older workers and a means of
supplementing the wages of the working population.Without challenging the
economic system itself – as did the socialists, claiming that the cause of poverty
could be found within the exploitation of workers by the economic system –
Lloyd demonstrated how it could be possible to reconcile economic advantage
and social justice in reality.11 The premises of what would later become the
Welfare State were already present in his incisive, original and highly
contemporary analysis. And yet, these various objections proved unable to
mitigate the liberal treatment of poverty, of which the working class and the
rural proletariat would pay the price.
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ECONOMIC REHABILITATION OF THE POOR LAWS

AND NEGLIGENCE OF THE RIGHT TO

SUBSISTENCE

Despite the exceptionally dense debate led by the stars of the economic
domain, the lack of clarity in social policy and the insufficient analyses
performed based on vast enquiries carried out by Parliament were unable to
trigger true empirical consideration of the actual effects of the Poor Laws.12

The contemporary re-examination of statistical data available for this period
and of the Parliamentary reports13 (Boyer, 1990; Williams, 1981; Deakin &
Wilkinson, 2004; Brundage, 2002; Lees, 1998), have completely overturned
perspectives on this episode of British social history, moving Speenhamland
from the rank of a social utopia to that of an extremely efficient economic
process. In this part, we will show that not only were the Poor Laws a factor
stimulating demand thanks to the improved buying power they brought
about, but they also acted on economic structures, thereby facilitating the
transition to a generalised market economy.

Improved Purchasing Power

Blaug was the precursor for this new approach, via two articles dated 1963
and 1964. For this writer, the system was primarily a means for settling the
problems associated with structural underemployment and low wages.
Furthermore, the regions where the system was most widespread were those
in which there were the highest levels of unemployment, and wages
markedly below the national average. This was, in particular, the case of the
primarily agricultural southern regions of England, where aid amounts rose
and fell according to harvests. As Blaug (1963, pp. 161–162) shows,
agricultural wages were no higher on average in 1825 than in 1795. Even in
1835, they were all below the Speenhamland minimum. Aid, whether in kind
or in cash, did not therefore contribute to the decline in wages. In the same
way, real relief fell in more expensive years and rose in less costly years
(Blaug, 1963, p. 163). So low wages were, then, the cause of redistribution,
no longer considered as the result of the relief itself. Furthermore, Boyer
(1990, pp. 48–49) shows that actual wages in the agricultural sector evolved
independently of the aid granted: the improvement in real wages recorded
between 1824 and 1832 was accompanied by a reduction in wage support
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allowances in the rural sector. These results are in contradiction with the
analyses of, notably, Polanyi and the Webbs. Far from having negative
effects, this relief contributed to economic expansion, since aid was provided
to supplement insufficient wages, resulting in satisfactory consumption
levels. Blaug also demonstrated that the law improved the productivity of
agricultural workers, because for wages below the minimum health level, the
productivity–wage relation was reversed, with supplemental consumption
and energy becoming indispensable in order to encourage increased pro-
ductivity. Such was the implicit purpose of Speenhamland. The impact on
solvent demand is one possible factor explaining the compatibility between
population growth14 and the decline in real wages (exclusive of any aid
received), especially since a portion of that aid could be given in kind (Lees,
1998, p. 85). By 1800, the amount devoted to poor relief had doubled, and
15% of the population was receiving regular relief (Deakin & Wilkinson,
2005, pp. 114–115).

On the supply side, the role of the Poor Laws was certainly not negligible
either. There was a clear impact on production, on agricultural productivity
and on structures.

Better Management of Manpower Within Farms

In the South and the East, where poor rates were highest, seasonal work
played a greater role than in the West where livestock breeding dominated,
resulting in work throughout the year. In farming areas, it was actually in
the interest of the landowners to take on workers on a temporary basis and
then to leave them to be supported by the community during the off-season.
The cost thus borne by employers was less than that of a year-round hire. As
the burden of supporting workers was in this way divided between the
community (via Speenhamland) and the landowners and farmers, the latter
were thereby guaranteed a maximum amount of manpower during their
peak seasons. As a result, manpower was taken on based on farms’ actual
needs; this labour force, which was not tied to any particular employer, was
thus both more available and more flexible (Solar, 1995, p. 11). The
adoption of home assistance came at a time when the highly inclusive
existing system was collapsing. Indeed, the intermittence of seasonal
agricultural work was further compounded by the near total disappearance
of non-monetary income, the disappearance of income from parcels of land
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(subsistence farming), the disappearance of income from craftwork due to
the substitution of the putting out system in place of the factory system, as
well as the disappearance of benefits in kind such as the food and lodging
traditionally provided by employers (Boyer, 1990, pp. 31–42). Relief was
thus an endogenous response to changes in the economic environment of the
South and the East, and was extended to all regions over the course of
periods of extremely high prices. A sort of implicit employment agreement
was thus constituted between employees and farmers, entailing part-time
employment with relief being granted the remainder of the time. This system
also worked wonderfully in the industrial regions of the North, where poor
rates provided a wage supplement in the event of loss of work during
periods of economic decline. Taking up Van Parijs’s expression (1987), the
naı̈ve Speenhamland supporters who believed these measures to be purely
humanitarian were confronted with economic realism, which led Thompson
(1963/1988, p. 202) to write (citing an analyst of the times in his assertion)
that, with Speenhamland, people were cared for like animals of little value
that were maintained thanks to the poor rates, ‘like potatoes in a hole,
which are only dug out to use them when it can no longer be avoided’.
The economic benefits drawn by employers were undeniable. At the time of
repeal of the law in 1834, followed by institution of the New Poor Law, the
system was effectively preserved and it was a struggle to put the new
provisions into practice, despite the numerous strong opinions against
Speenhamland. At the beginning, wages remained low throughout the latter
part of the 18th century, with aid being used in fact to compensate for
insufficient income. However, once put in place, the new mechanism
encouraged employers to revise their wage levels downward, as noted in the
Commission report of 1817.

The farmer, finding himself charged for a greater quantity of labour than he requires,

naturally endeavours to economize, by discharging those labourers of whom he has the

least need, and relying upon the supply furnished by the parish for work, hitherto

performed entirely at his own cost [y]. In some counties, as in Bedfordshire, this

payment usually begins when the labourer has a single child, wages being kept so low,

that it is utterly impossible for him to support a wife and child without parish assistance.

(Rose, 1971, pp. 52–53)

The Commission’s perspective was later confirmed by contemporary
analyses (Lis & Soly, 1984, pp. 189–190; Thompson, 1963/1988, p. 241).
Thus, these measures did indeed serve as a means of reducing the wage costs
of farmers and industrialists (Lees, 1998, p. 85).
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A Direct Impact on Property Structures and Investment

These laws contributed to the acceleration of the concentration of property,
or at least made it more possible in social terms. The enclosures movement
destroyed the subsistence economy that supported the poor (Thompson,
1963/1988, p. 194), while confirming the capitalistic nature of agriculture. It
was during this period that the most spectacular progress was recorded in
agricultural productivity (Campbell & Overton, 1998). The evolution of
property structures was facilitated by the payments made under the Poor
Laws, which made the eviction of cottagers and squatters more tolerable,
given that over 7 million acres, including 4.5 million acres of workable land,
were enclosed – equivalent to 20% of the country’s agricultural land –
between 1760 and 1815 (O’Gorman, 1997). Without monetary compensa-
tion, such an upheaval could have been much more difficult to accept
socially. In Polanyi’s words, this was in fact ‘a revolution of the rich against
the poor’. By literally stealing their share of the common land from the
poor, the former deprived the later of a source of revenue which, to a certain
extent, Speenhamland could partially offset (Mokyr, 1985, p. 8). The
enclosures movement spread more particularly in the South, the East and
the Midlands – specifically where the Speenhamland system was the most
present.

Land was often perceived not only as a source of revenue but also as a sort
of insurance (and pledged or sold in times of hardship). It also represented old
age security, and its transmission tended to encourage younger generations to
remain on the land and look after their parents. The Poor Laws acted as a
substitute for land, reducing the need to cling to agriculture under any and
all circumstances (Mokyr, 1985, p. 8). These provisions facilitated the
concentration of property and the eviction of small landowners, without
aggravating poverty or migration patterns (which would have overburdened
the urban labour market). The number of landowners and farmers would
continue to decline throughout the 18th century.

In addition, the Poor Laws represented a veritable safety net, which was
able to positively impact the industrial revolution, particularly through the
enabling of risk-taking which would otherwise have been impossible. Thus,
in the event of failure in terms of personal economic initiatives, protection
for the poor constituted a fallback insurance and true social security (Lees,
1998, p. 77). This analysis is confirmed through comparison of the British
and Irish situations. In Ireland, there was no system of aid prior to 1838,
while the English social security system enabled risk-taking in which it
would have been unwise to engage in Ireland, where hunger (starvation) was
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always a possible outcome (Mokyr, 1993, p. 53). Although the impact of the
Poor Laws on the British Industrial Revolution is difficult to measure, there
was indeed a real impact. The same cannot be said for Ireland.

Role as Urban and Rural Labour Market Regulator

Polanyi believed that the mechanism thus put in place was a means of
delaying the establishment of a true labour market. Indeed, Polanyi likened
this attempt to the construction of a capitalist order with no labour market
because, under the Speenhamland system, labour is not treated as a good.
According to Polanyi, it was recognised the right to live, in the face of the
ravages caused by the emergence of the market economy (Maucourant,
2005, p. 126). Under this approach, we can better understand the need to
abolish these old laws in 1834, in order to effectively institute a real labour
market. This does not however mean that the establishment of basic income
would have had the same consequences in a different institutional context.

One of the frequently cited critiques of the labour market was the notion
that the Poor Laws had artificially retained manpower in the countryside
that was needed by the industrial sector, leading to a rise in urban wages.
This was the position held by B. and S. Webb (1963) in particular. In reality,
as shown by Pollard (1978, pp. 109–110), the system was rather a means of
reducing the amount of available manpower on an urban labour market
with a limited capacity for absorption. He observed that the solution,
although costly to the community, was in fact the lesser evil when compared
with the alternative of the labour force migrating to the cities. The system
created a pool of workers in rural areas who were not tied to the land, and
also a stable pool of wage labourers in areas where industry was a major
employer (Solar, 1995, p. 11). The work undertaken by Boyer has confirmed
that these laws did not slow the movement of workers, although they did
allow issues of surplus manpower to be better managed in the short term.
Outdoor relief had no statistically significant effect on the unemployment
rate (Boyer, 1990, p. 142). On average, the poor rates eliminated 16–25% of
the rural–urban wage gap, although large wage gaps remained, suggesting
that migration to urban areas continued to be an attractive option for rural
workers (Boyer, 1990, p. 178). During 1801–1832, 20,000 people migrated
each year from the southern counties to London; it has been estimated that
poor relief reduced migration by 619 to 2,272 people. The laws functioned
more as a type of unemployment insurance, including the major industrial
areas, rather than as a check on the marketisation of labour. As Boyer
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shows, the industrial cities continued to grant outdoor relief after the Poor
Law Amendment Act. These allowances represented an inexpensive method
for factories to maintain their workforce during periods of economic
depression (Boyer, 1990, p. 239). In reality, we can conclude that outdoor
relief considerably improved the functioning of the urban and rural labour
markets.

WHAT CAN THE OLD POOR LAWS CONTRIBUTE TO

CONTEMPORARY DEBATES?

Can Speenhamland be considered as the promotion of the right to
subsistence, the right to live for all? Speenhamland could have fit within
this framework, as suggested by Polanyi, but the reality in practice was
entirely different. Its objective was above all economic and furthermore its
contributions were not extended to the whole of the country and aid was not
systematic, as proven by statistics gathered over the course of the period.
The amount of aid was very modest (in some instances, equivalent to 1.23
shillings per week, whereas even a poorly paid agricultural labourer would
earn 10 shillings in the same time frame). Williams, who studied this point
specifically, concluded that ‘poor relief was thus selective, discontinuous and
supplementary’ (Williams, 1981, p. 39). Despite the high price borne by the
community, this aid never reached the levels it would have, had it been paid
out regularly, universally and in sufficient amounts. In this aspect, the
system seems to have functioned most often as a sort of relief for the sick
and the unemployed, as opposed to a universal allowance (Williams, 1981),
and assistance was granted more frequently in rural areas than in the cities,
where private charity often replaced public aid (Clément, 2001). Nowhere
does there appear to be any desire to recognise the right to live, despite the
important role played by the movement for a moral economy that was
favourable to the establishment of such a right in a number of highly varied
forms (Clément, 1999). What lessons can be learned for our contemporary
period?

Present basic income in Europe today was conceived and enacted because
the gradual extension of the social welfare system over the course of the
Glorious Thirty was not successful in eliminating the poverty with which our
European states have been faced since the beginning of the crisis. Basic
Income was therefore presented – politically and theoretically – as the first
revenue, in a post-wage based society, destined to be extended to the whole
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of the population. And yet, the current evolution tends to show that these
systems have gradually been transformed into unemployment compensa-
tion measures, or even financial incentives for employment. In activating
social expenditures, will history repeat itself? The most recent French
version, the RSA, more closely resembles a form of low wage subsidy and
an aid for part-time employment, than a new version of a basic income.
The RSA is a modern version of the Speenhamland system; it is paid in
consideration of family structure in addition to consideration of wage
levels. It can be either an income supplement or a minimum wage, for
individuals with no other resources. In this sense, it is similar to certain
Anglo-Saxon type systems. For example, in the United Kingdom, the
Working Families Tax Credit takes exactly the same direction. This
measure, in application since October 1999, replaced the former Family
Credit.15 Its objective is to raise the standard of living of low-income
families not earning the basic income. The system is only available to
families with children. It is paid directly by the employer, in the form of a
wage supplement. The clear objective of this credit is to affect employment
on offer, and it would appear that it has most particularly inspired women
to work – especially single mothers – and that it has also encouraged the
pursuit of part-time work. For its part, the OECD has noted that this
system may contribute to an increase in the level of professional activity of
the targeted groups and to a decrease in the frequency of poverty and social
exclusion. Nevertheless, experts call for caution in determining the actual
effects on employment (Dilnot & McCrae, 2000) insomuch as one of its not
insignificant risks is that of creating a poverty trap for working families in
the long term. As Deakin and Wilkinson (2005, pp. 188–189) state in their
analysis, this type of reform is clearly a substitute for wages and a way of
increasing income to subsistence levels: a system re-established since the
abolition of Speenhamland in 1834!

1834 saw the institution of a minimum social welfare system, based on the
principle of ‘less eligibility’ and the definitive abandonment of what the
Webbs had analysed as being an outline for the Welfare State. This New
Poor Law was focused on the repression of the poor, with entitlements
replaced by a test of need and allowances not being enough to survive. The
advocates of the New Poor Law had not retained the assumption of
economic profitability included in the Old Poor Laws, and in Speenhamland
in particular, which was the basis for their condemnation of the system.
Advocates of a basic income today have, it would appear, maintained the
principle of the economic efficiency of this type of system, although they
also share the philosophy of supporters of ‘less eligibility’. In reality, two

ALAIN CLÉMENT52



systems coexist today: the one based on social aid (modern version of
Speenhamland) and the other based on social insurance – but whose
conditions for application are evocative of the principle of ‘less eligibility’ –
in conjunction with a reduction in the Welfare State. This second evolution
is based on the theory of the relative economic inefficiency of social
expenditures, owing to their pernicious effects, notably their effects of
discouraging the pursuit of employment. Throughout Europe, the
unemployed must first prove their determination to find a job.16 In
addition, the unemployed must sign a job-seekers’ agreement, which lists
what actions they have taken to find employment. In this way, unemploy-
ment tends increasingly to be analysed as less structural, which translates
into a restriction of the amounts and duration of allowances paid in the
name of unemployment insurance. This is particularly true in the United
Kingdom, which began to follow this path very early on, and where just one
unemployed person in four (approximately) receives an allowance. In
France, the equally Draconian conditions are the reason why in 2007 less
than one unemployed person out of two received allocations from
unemployment insurance. The level of these allowances was also decreased,
dropping from 80% of wages to 60%, and the period of allowances
(proportional to the amount paid into the system) fell overall by one-third.
In both of these cases, the questioning of the Welfare State was the source of
social reforms. Speenhamland and the New Poor Law of 1834 put an end to
the existence of the embryonic Welfare State. Activation policies challenge
the Beveridgian Social State as established in the second half of the 20th
century. However, during our contemporary period, a reassessment of the
economic efficiency of Speenhamland undoubtedly made it possible
to maintain a basic income system alongside more ‘punitive’ measures
designed to encourage employment.

NOTES

1. Economic advantage (or economic disadvantage), which can also be likened
to the more modern concept of economic efficiency, is a measurement of the
expected positive (or negative) economic effects of the Poor Laws on the economic
system (volume of production, productivity, prices, production costs, unemploy-
ment, etc.).
2. Social justice should be understood here as a principle behind the minimum

redistribution of wealth, as incarnated by the Poor Laws, but in no case as a set of
principles governing the definition and the equitable distribution of rights and duties
between members of society. Nonetheless, the conception of social justice implicitly
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or intuitively espoused by the studied authors (Gamel, 1992) is Benthamian
utilitarianism, with the exception of Lloyd, who clearly draws upon Christian
thought.
3. No analysis of this stance in favour of the Poor Laws is found in the key

reference works: Rose (1971) and Williams (1981), with the exception of several
isolated comments in Poynter (1969).
4. Time series for real per capita relief expenditures, for prices, wages and

agricultural production. These are official statistics.
5. The information contained within these reports was never utilised to its full

extent.
6. For instance, Boyer (1990) assumes that the farmers were profit maximisers and

workers were utility maximisers.
7. For example, Boyer in his book (1990) estimates a three-equation regression

model to explain differences in per capita relief expenditures, agricultural labourers’
annual earnings and unemployment rates across 311 rural southern parishes in 1832.
8. Townsend (1739–1816), a pastor with Calvinist ideas, published his pamphlet,

A Dissertation on the Poor Laws, in 1786, followed by a 2nd edition in 1787. A third
edition was published posthumously in 1817.
9. He subscribes to a paternalistic view, which consists in entrusting the poor to

the benevolence of the landed aristocracy (see Winch, 1996). Furthermore, he shares
Smith’s ideas on the market, as he is also an advocate for the free market and for
commercial and manufacturing freedom (see Canavan, 1995, pp. 116–144).

10. See ‘Amendments of the Poor Laws’, Quarterly Review, December 1832;
‘Foreign Poor Laws-Irish Poverty’, December 1835; and ‘Poor Laws for Scotland’,
December 1844.
11. Lloyd’s ideas are very close to those of St Thomas Aquinus, and can be

interpreted as a symbiosis between equity and efficiency. The desire to do good and
the fact of having good intentions are not sufficient: they must give rise to acts that
are truly good for others and for the community; in his eyes, this was the case with
the Poor Laws.
12. All of which serves to confirm the growing gap between reality on the ground

and expected theoretical results. Despite significant efforts made to gain a grasp on
the social reality through the numerous annual reports prepared by the Poor Law
Commission and the Poor Law Board, the great national debate on Speenhamland
was based on a set of imperfect data built on equally fragile foundations and on
inaccurate interpretations of the facts, with the end result of the condemnation of the
outcomes of this new policy (see Barret-Ducrocq, 1995).
13. For the data, see ‘Statistical appendix’ in Williams (1981, pp. 145–151) and

Boyer (1990). For parliamentary papers, see Checkland and Checkland (1834/1974).
14. Concerning the equally essential matter of demographics, the debate has also

been reopened. The poor laws were often criticised by economists, insofar as the
allocation of aid associated with the composition of the family unit could have an
impact on household fertility rates. Huzel’s recent work (1969 and 1980) attempted
to prove the contrary. He developed the theory that the welfare system had not
caused an increase in births and marriages, but more likely a decrease in mortality
and that the welfare system was in fact more of a response to demographic growth
than a source of the latter. The migrations that were a frequent response to misery
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led mainly single young people to the cities, which would tend to indicate that the
impact of aid on demographic growth was even weaker (Huzel, 1980), as opposed to
Malthus’s assertions that the behaviour of young adults expressed the possibility of
their settling in rural areas, get married and having children in order to receive the
aid generously granted by the local parish. However, this last point was recently
challenged by Boyer (1990), who began by questioning the methodology employed
by Huzel. A comparison of demographic data from areas receiving aid based on
number of children against those from areas receiving no aid led to Huzel’s denial of
an impact of aid on demographic growth. However, Boyer found that this impact did
indeed exist. Through use of multiple regression statistical analyses integrating a
broader set of variables (such as agricultural worker income levels, infant mortality,
population density and the number of children at which additional aid is granted),
the conclusions obtained were more nuanced. In these results, income continued to
have a positive effect on the demographic variable (implying that the aid granted had
an impact on fertility), as did the number of children at which specific aid was
awarded: the birth rate in parishes where relief was granted starting with the third
child was 25% higher than that of other parishes, all other things being equal. This
impact was lesser in parishes granting said relief beginning with the fourth child
(17% as opposed to 25%). The income effect, including aid received, therefore
played a key role in this area. Boyer (1990, p. 171) concluded that ‘changes in the
use of child allowances largely explain the increase in fertility from 1749–1793 to
1804–1823 and its stability from 1829–1833 to 1849–1853’.
15. The Family Credit was created in 1988 as a follow-on from the Family Income

Supplement, instituted in 1971.
16. In France, job-seekers must submit an evaluation of their job-hunting

activities every four months. In the United Kingdom, there are constant verifications,
with the unemployed being required to attend a meeting every two weeks, and if the
job centre advisor is not satisfied with their responses, he/she may temporarily
suspend payment of the unemployment allowance.
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